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Postmodernism isacomplex,bewilderingphilosophicaldiscipline,anditisdifficultfor
noviceESL/EFLresearcherstounderstandhowitsprinciplescanbeconnectedtolanguage
acquisitionresearch.Firstofal,weneedtounderstandwhatmodernism isbeforetryingto
understandtheprinciplesandmeritsofpostmodernism.Thisessay briefly reviewsthe
background ofpostmodernism,discussing thepositivefeaturesofitsphilosophicaland
methodological principles, and explores a few ways to utilize the knowledge of
postmodernism insecondlanguageacquisition(SLA)researchandlanguageeducationinthe
Japaneseclassroom.
Modernism andPostmodernism
AccordingtoSmith(2001),modernism aimedtoestablishtheuniversal,immutablelaws
orprinciplestoaccountforvarioussystemsandphenomena.Objectiveobservationsandthe
recognitionoftheabsolutetruthwereemphasized.Inresponse,thepostmodernistslaunched
negativecritiquesagainstthemodernists・effortsto dominatethehuman culturesby
imposingrigidlawsandtheoreticalframeworks.However,wemustfirstacknowledgethat
modernism hadservedamajorroletoimprovetheenvironmentsforhumanlifeinvarious
forms.Forexample,Pruitt-Ige・shousingschemeandFord・smassproductionofautomobiles,
whichwerelatercriticizedfortheirdefectsandweaknesses,providedthegeneralpublicwith
whatpeopleinearliergenerationshadonlydreamedofandhadneverexpectedtohavein
reallife.Thereisnodoubtthatpeoplehadgladlyacceptedcomfortable,sanitaryhousing
andaconvenientmeansoftransportationwhenthemethodofmassproductionofferedsuch
facilitiesforthefirsttime.Yet,manyacompromisemighthavebeenmadeinthetechnical
processes,and,withthepassageoftime,theerrorsandflawsinthesystemsaccumulated
andraisednewconcerns(e.g.,theabsenceofspaceforhumanelivingstyles,entertainment,
andmeasuresforsafety).Thereisnodoubtthatthechangingenvironmentscontributedto
thenewproblems.AsCritchley(2001)suggested,therecognitionofacrisissituationwould
motivatetheintelectuals(e.g.,mathematicians,economists,orliteraryscholars)toformulate
aphilosophyinordertopromoteareflectiveawarenessofthepresentcrisis.Toputit
differently,peoplewouldexpectareformist―aknowledgeable,eloquent,andcourageous
speaker―toemergeandstanduptotheauthoritiesontheirbehalf,demandingthattheold
system bereplacedwithamoreefficientorfunctionalonesothatal theerrorsand
（110）
学苑 No.821（110）～（117）（20093）
Postmodernism,EFLEducation,and
QualitativeSLA Research
YoshimasaOgawa
problemswouldbecorrected.Thus,theadventofpostmodernism,whichmighteventualybe
folowedbypost-postmodernism andpost-post-postmodernism,symbolizedanindispensable,
revolutionarystageinhumanhistory.
Itisalsoimportanttoacknowledgethatthepositionandfunctionofmodernism differs
considerablyinnaturalscienceontheonehandandinsocialscience,arts,orliteratureon
theotherhand.Innaturalscience,manygreatdiscoverieshaverevolutionizedhumanlifein
tangiblefashions(e.g.,thecomputer,theairplane,antibiotics,LASER,quantum physics,
etc.),andtheprinciplesonwhichthemoderninventionsarebasedcanbemoreeasilyproven
tobeimmutablelaws,ifnotwithabsoluteobjectiveness.Incontrast,therenownedtheories
inarts,literature,andsocialsciencedonotnormalyreform humansocietiesinequaly
tangibleways.Then,ifthephilosopherssetequalyrigidcriteriaandidealisticprinciplesas
innaturalscience,theprescribedrulesandprinciplesmightsimplyinhibitpeople・screativity
orrestricttheirnovelperspectiveswithoutmakinganycontributionforthebettermentof
humanlifeortheenrichmentofhumanknowledge.Thiscanbeanotherfactorthatcauses
thefrustratedpeopletowishforapostmodernism movement.IntheareaofSLAresearch,
qualitativeresearchers,whotendtoappreciatethepostmodernism philosophy,oftenargue
thatthescientificapproachesofstatisticalanalysismayhavenotcontributedtopractical
languageteachingasgreatlyasthequantitativeresearcherswhoutilizethosetechniques
claim.
Asregardspostmodernism・spotentialcontribution to thedevelopmentofefficient
languageeducation,Atkinson(NDa)proposedthatpostmodernism isasetof・thinkingtools
whichcanhelpthefieldmoveinnew directions・(p.27).Iagreewithhispositionand
furtherbelievethatpostmodernism canbecomparedtoasimpleyetindispensabletoolof
universalvalue,suchasalever,acompass,orabalance,whichstandsincontractwitha
packageofsophisticatedcomputersoftwareprogramsthataredesignedtoservetechnical
purposesinspecifictasks.(Ironicaly,theaverageusersofapersonalcomputeronlyhavea
chanceorneedtoutilizeveryfewofthenumerousfunctionsincludedinthepackage.)Iwil
discussmyplansforutilizingthe・thinkingtool・laterinthispaper,butthecrucialpoint
isthatlanguageteachersand researchersshould refertopostmodernism asasetof
philosophicalprinciplesthathelporganizetheirthoughts;theydonotnecessarilyhaveto
developspecificteachingorresearchtechniquesimmediatelybaseduponthoseprinciples.
Authority,Authenticity,andPowerStruggle
Inordertofurthersupportthefunctionofpostmodernism inlanguageteachingand
SLAresearch,Iwildiscussanotherproblemcausedbythephilosophicalviewsofmodernism:
i.e.,thewayitcaninfluenceEFLresearchers/instructors・behaviorintheclassroom,related
totheissueofpower.Asfarasnon-nativeEFLteachersatJapaneseuniversitiesareconcerned,
thephilosophicalprinciplesandviewsthatthey adoptin theprocessoftheirresearch
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careerscaninfluencetheirownlanguagelearninghabitsorstrategiestoaconsiderable
degree,which,inturn,mightaffecttheireducationalpoliciesandapproaches.
Sarup(1993)arguedthatthosewhohaveestablishedthegrandsystemstendtoclaim
creditandsuppressthefolowerswhoproposenovelideasorflexiblestyles.Suchanattitude
mightbeobservedinanyera,field,orplaceintheworldbecauseitispartofhumannature
tocompeteforpublicrecognition.Theprojectsofmodernity,forexample,wereintendedto
improve and enrich people・s everyday life,but,as Sarup observed,each domain of
modernizationwaseventualyinstitutionalized,and・science,moralityandarthavebecome
autonomousdomainsseparated from thelife-world・ (p.143).In thefield oflanguage
education,therulessetbydistinguishedappliedlinguistsdonotalwaysreflectthetruelaws
thatgovernnaturallanguageacquisitionparticularlybecausethedistinguishedresearch
scholarsoftenbegintoneglecttheirlanguagelearningthemselves,preoccupiedwiththeir
workforpublications.Whereastheirtheoreticalknowledgeaccumulates,theyloseenthusiasm
for thepainstaking task oflanguagelearning thatdoesnotreflectcrediton their
professionalcareers.Postmodernism waspromotedpartlytosubvertsuchacontradictory
trendinitiatedbythepeoplewhocametohavepowerandcontrolinacademiccircles.
Foucault(1978,1983,2003)referstopowerasthemultiplicityofforcerelationswhere
therearealwaysresistanceandroom fornegotiations.However,itisnotuncommonin
humansocietyforscholarswithahigherhierarchicalpositiontohaveanadvantagein
advocatingtheirideaof・truth.・AreflectiononNietzsche・sdiscussionof・truth・(1873/2001)
helpsusunderstandthisissueinaclearerperspective.Nietzscheregardedwhatmosthumans
referredtoas・truth・asaconvenientilusion,andthefolowinganalogyaptlyilustrates
theproblem withthepresentacademicoreducationalcirclesinJapan:
Ifsomeonehidessomethingbehindabush,looksforitinthesameplaceandthenfindsitthere;
hisseekingandfindingisnothingmuchtoboastabout;butthisisexactlyhowthingsareasfar
astheseekingandfindingof・truth・withintheterritoryofreasonisconcerned.(p.879)
Theappliedlinguistsmightalsopublicizetheirresearchfindingsoriginalywiththe
intentionoffacilitatingEFL/ESLeducation.However,sincetheyneedtoobtainresearch
funds and better professional,social,or administrative positions,they are likely to
overemphasizetheimportanceandvalidityoftheirowntheoriesandmethods,regardlessof
whetherornotthefindingscantrulyaccountforthetruelanguageacquisitionprocess.
Theyalsosetrigidrules,whichtheyexpectthefolowerstoobserveinordertobemembers
oftheacademicsocietiesthattheydominate.
ThefiercerivalrybetweenthequalitativeandquantitativeresearchersinSLAmightbe
anextensionofsuchpowerstruggle.Lyotard(1984)predictedthatscholarsmightceaseto
acceptanyknowledgethatcouldnotbetranslatedintoquantitativedata,and,inthepresent
ageofcomputersandinformationtechnology,ithasbecomeasadreality,reflectedinthe
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waythatthequantitativeresearcherscriticizequalitativeresearchers・interpretivemethods.
Itappearstobeanunfairattitudeassumedbythecomputer-orientedresearchers.However,
qualitativelyorientedresearchersofteninsistonthesuperiorityoftheirownworkand
methodologywithequalaggressivenessortenacity,and,ironicaly,someinthelattergroup,
althoughcertainlynotal,committhesamemistakeoffailingtoconnecttheirresearchto
practicalpedagogicalapproaches,devotingthemselvestoabstractphilosophicalargumentin
placeofthecomputationofquantitativedata.Thefundamentalproblem isthatanumber
oflanguageresearchershaveforgottenthefactthattheiroriginalmissionwastofacilitate
people・slanguageacquisition.OncetheEFL teachers/researchershaveestablished their
positions,inordertoprotecttheirtheoriesandtheirstatus,theyturnintophilosophical
debatersorcontestants(relying eitheron Latin and Greek termsoron mathematics
formulae),whoseprimaryconcernistoarguefortheirprinciples.
TeachingandResearchMethods
Accordingtopostmodernistsinappliedlinguistics,anotherproblemcausedbymodernistic
viewswasthattheteachersandresearcherscompetedtodevelopandutilizesuperficialy
・practical・teachingorresearchmethods.Inordertosolvethisproblem,thepostmodernists
havechosentoexplorein-depthanalyticalapproachesbyobservingthepeoplewhoare
involved in languagelearning orteaching and describing theirhistoricalbackgrounds.
Ethnography,originalyutilizedbyanthropologists,clearlyplaysamajorroleinqualitative
TESOL researchingeneral;along-term observationofthecultureinwhichthetarget
subject,issue,oreventislocatedisthebasisofreliabledatacolection(Atkinson,NDb;
Malinowski,1922/1984).Asidefrom theethnographictechniques,Foucault,althoughnot
concernedwithSLAhimself,developedamethodcaledarchaeology(Foucault,1977;Gutting,
1989),diggingoutpiecesofminortextstoreconstructthehistoryofthoughts.Itisa
remarkable approach in that,instead ofanalyzing individualhumans・behavior and
generalizingthesubjects・behavioralpatterns,hetriedtodeterminetheconditionsthatcould
inducetherecurrenceoftheiractionsandprobedthefactorsthatcausedthem tobehavein
particularways.Foucaultfurtherborrowed Nietzsche・sgenealogy,dispensing with the
constituentsubjectandtrying toaccountfortheconstitution ofthesubjectwithin a
historical framework.In recent years,SLA researchers tend to employ long-term
observationsandunstructuredinterviewsforthein-depthanalysisoflanguagelearners・
particularbehaviorinparticularcontexts.
Postmodernistsemphasizethecomplexity ofSLA and argued forthewisdom of
thoroughlyunderstandingthepeopleandtheenvironmentinvolvedinlanguagelearning.
First,theresearchersneedtoidentifytheirownindividualmethodsforstudyinglanguage
learners・performanceandbehaviorandacknowledgetheirpositionsoridentityasresearchers.
Positionalityisastrongfactorthatinfluencesresearchers・observationandinterpretation
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and,consequently,affectstheknowledgethattheygenerate.Second,thefocalpointof
researchshouldbethein-depthunderstandingofwholepersonswholearnlanguages,rather
thandisembodiedbrains;learnersashumanbeingsareverycomplexentitiesandcannot
easilybeinvestigatedquantitatively.Third,relatedtothefirsttwopoints,itmustbe
acknowledgedthatthelearner・sidentitycanexertapowerfulinfluenceonhis/herlanguage
acquisition.Thus,individuallearners・personalbackgroundsandpreferencesmustbecarefuly
examined(e.g.,sports,music,ormoviesinwhichtheyareinterested;peoplewhom they
admireorassociateorinteractwith).Finaly,languagelearninginanycontextinvolves
issuesofpowerandpolitics,andthepowerrelationsbetweentheteacher,students,and
otherpeopleinvolvedinthelanguagelearningprocessoughttobeinvestigated.*Whilethe
abstractphilosophythatpostmodernistsadvocateisoftencriticizedforitscomplexities,for
theabovereasons,thepostmodernism approach to SLA should beappreciated asan
adequateandusefulway forunderstanding theprocessoflanguageacquisition,which
might,inturn,leadtotheenhancedteachingofsecondlanguageaswel.
QualitativeResearchIssuesinTESOLandAppliedLinguistics
Now thatthephilosophyhasbeenformulated,thenextissueistodeterminehow the
philosophyshouldbeappliedinTESOL andappliedlinguisticresearch,which,inturn,
mightcontributetoESL/EFLeducationindifferentculturalcontexts.Anerrorhasoften
beencommittedbytheinterpretersofanewtheoryorphilosophy.Inthefieldoflinguistics,
NoamChomsky,asaphilosophicallinguist,offeredanideal,mathematical/logicaldescription
oflanguage,buthedidnotaccountforlanguageuseincontexts.SomeJapaneseapplied
linguistsmistakenlyacceptedhistheoryoftransformationalgenerativegrammarasamagic
formula―orprobably,theabsolutetruth―andtriedtouseitasasubstituteforstructural
grammar,particularlyaftertheGrammar-TranslationMethodfailedtoimproveJapanese
students・practicallanguageskils.Atthetime,theJapaneseresearchersdesperatelyneeded
anoveltheoryormethodtoofficialyreplacethefailedapproacheswith.Notsurprisingly,
Chomsky・sgreatlinguistictheoryhasneverbeenappropriatelyappliedintheEFLclassroom.
Ifthelearners・personalbackgroundsandpreferencesin aparticularculturehadbeen
considered,then,evensuchabstractideasasChomsky・slinguistictheoriesmighthavebeen
partialyutilizedtoexplainsecondlanguageacquisition.Thelocalculturalbackgrounds―
theclassroomcultureatJapaneseschools,thestudents・needsandexpectationsconcerningtheir
languageuse,andtheiracademicandvocationalplans,whicharedistinctlydifferentfrom
first-languageorsecond-languageacquisition situations―needtobefuly analyzedand
understood.Suchdescriptionsmightbedonemoresatisfactorily,forexample,bymeansof
unstructuredinterviews(Mishler,1986)andnarrativeanalysis(Polkinghorne,1988),instead
ofpsychometric/statisticalanalyses.Thelattertypeofresearchhasitsimportantpurposes
toserve,providing evidencetoshow thegeneraltendency among agreatnumberof
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learners;however,theresultsofstatisticalanalysesalonewil notproducesufficient
informationaboutindividuallearners・behaviorsandperceptions.
Humanbehaviorisnotlinearlyorganized,andanappropriateteachingplancanbe
generatedonlywheneverylocallearningcontextiscarefulystudied.Thestudents・personality,
motivation,aptitude,learningandcognitivestyles,andlanguagelearningstrategiesmust
alsobethoroughlyexamined.Theinterrelationshipbetweenindividualstudents・personality
traitsanddifferentlanguage-learningactivitiesthattheyengageinorprefertoengagein
wouldbeoneofthepotentialyinterestingresearchtopics.Forinstance,anextraverted
studentmayenjoyandperform welinspontaneousspeakingtaskswhileaconscientious
personmightbecomfortablewithelaboratewritingandeditorialwork.Suchaninvestigation
wouldindubitablyhelpEFLteacherstoprepareeffectivelessonsandprogramstailoredto
theneedsofeachindividualstudentorgroupofstudents.
Inrecentyears,individualdifferencehasoftenbeenreferredtoasanimportantfactorfor
languageacquisition(Dornyei,2005).Ironicaly,however,theresearchersstudying・individual
differences・tendtoendupwithsuchstatisticalanalysesasfactoranalysesandcorrelation
coefficientstests,whichispreciselythequantitativeendeavorforgeneralization.Researchers
should,instead,conductin-depthqualitativeanalysesofthelearners・actualperformancein
differentactivitiesandthoroughlydescribethelearners・individualconceptsandexperiences.
Students・personalitytraitsshouldalsobeanalyzedbothquantitativelyandqualitatively.
Then,theresultsmightsuggestthateven thetraditionalAudiolingualandGrammar-
TranslationMethodscouldhelpacertaintypeoflearneracquirecertainlanguageskilsto
asignificantdegree.Optimalcombinationsofseveraldifferentlanguage-trainingactivities
shouldbethebestpedagogicaltreatment.
AnotherqualitativeresearchissuethatIam seriouslyconsideringformyfutureproject
isanethnographicstudyofJapaneseyobikostudents.Japanesestudentsattendingpreparatory
schoolsforuniversityentranceexaminationshaveauniquetypeofinstrumentalmotivation
andcarryontheirstudiesunderapeculiarform ofintensepsychologicalpressure.The
instructorsstil rely heavily on explicitfocus-on-formsapproach (e.g.,theGrammar-
TranslationMethod).However,ameticulousdescriptionofthestudents・studyhabitsand
expectationsmightgenerateusefulideasfortheimprovementofJapaneseEFLcurricula.
Borg(1998),Borg(1999),andBasturkmen,Loewen,andElis(2004)investigatedteachers・
conceptsanduseofform-focusedinstructionalapproachesusingsemi-structuredinterviews,
but,tothebestofmyknowledge,noonehasconductedtheunstructuredinterviewsand
narrativeanalysistoinvestigateJapanesestudents・reactionsto,orperceptionsof,focus-on-
formsandfocus-on-form methods.
From experienceasaformeryobikostudent,Ihappen toknow thattheexplicit
teachingofsyntacticstructureshelpsstudentsattainhightestscores,enablesthem topave
theirwayfortheirfutureeducationalandprofessionalcareers,andthusgivesthem a
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distinctfeelingofsatisfaction.Thet-scoresthattheyreceiveoneverypracticetestareas
meaningfulandusefulinformationtothem asthestockpricesaretothefinanciers,andthe
itemsintheirfavoriteexercisebooksconstitutetopicsfortheirdailyconversations.In
effect,theknowledgethattheyaccumulatebymeansofmechanicalgrammarexercises
(equivalenttothelearningofmathematicsformulae)orEnglish-to-Japanesetranslationof
passagesoften remain in theirpermanentmemory.Studentsmighteven considerthe
grammarexercisestobeentertainingactivities,comparabletovideogamesormahjong
games.ThereisnodoubtthattheirconceptsofpracticalEnglishdifferconsiderablyfrom
thoseheldbytheESLstudentsintheUnitedStates,England,orAustralia.Likewise,the
learningstrategiesthattheylearnoractualyutilizearelikelytobedifferentfrom what
thelatestTESOLtheoriesrecommendasdesirabletactics.
Theultimatestrategyfordatacolectionmightbetoseekapart-timepositionata
preparatory schoolsothattheresearchercan engagein long-term conversationswith
yobikostudentsasawayoftotalparticipation(Malinowski,1922/1984).AsChoi(2006)
commentedafterhisexperienceatanalternativehighschoolinKorea,itmightbevery
difficultfortheresearchertobuildrapportwithstudentsandinitiateintimateconversations
withthem evenifhe/shehaspreviouslyexperiencedwhathis/herstudentsarecurrently
involvedin.Positionalitymustbecarefulyconsideredbothintheprocessofinterviewing
andinterpretationsincethereisacleargapbetweenthestudents・statusandtheresearch
er・spresentposition.Yet,theresultsofastudyinthisareawouldbemostinterestingand
rewarding.Theresearchfindingswithcertaingroupsofstudentsmightevensuggestthat
theantediluvianfocus-on-formsteachingmethodscanberecycledasusefulinstrumentsin
certain classroom situations,which is,in its own way,a practicalpurpose that
postmodernism mightservefortheEFLeducationinJapan.
Note.*Thefourcharacteristicaspectsofthepostmodernism approachdescribedinthisparagraph
wereprovided by DwightAtkinson in thegraduatecourse,Postmodernism and Qualitative
ResearchinEducation,atTempleUniversityJapan(Tokyo)duringSummerSessionIIof2007.
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